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scientists seemed to believe they were get-
ting hundreds of millions of dollars in
government grants because they looked
fabulous in white coats. They were sup-
posed to be producing results. So far, they
hadn’t. In comparison to the misde-
meanor excesses of the protesters, the sci-
entists’ shortfalls—no new treatments—
looked like felony offenses that would
surely sentence many millions to die.

Among protesters, all this fueled an an-
ger and even a smugness that did little to
assist their cause. Any excess of demon-
stration, it seemed, was justified because
they were angry. At one point, activists
even protested the lack of AIDS studies on
lesbians. Of course, there are few groups
in the Western world with fewer diag-
nosed AIDS cases than lesbians, but the
demand had the ring of the politically cor-
rect, so it proved irresistible.

This pointed to the contradiction un-
derlying some of the ACT UP protests.
Any government official who delayed
AIDS treatment research with bureau-
cratic red tape or regulatory niceties was,
in the rhetoric of ACT UP, a murderer.
Yet, scarce resources could be diverted to
irrelevant studies because they were polit-

ically correct; and demonstrators could
feel justified in shouting for them because
they were angry. It was as if ACT UP
demonstrators themselves were not hear-
ing their most meaningful bulletin: Time
is running out, and any effort in the fight
against AIDS that does not hasten its pre-
vention or treatment cannot be justified.

This credo presents a standard by
which dissenters as well as scientists must
be judged. The international conference
was not a therapy session, but a moment
that was supposed to move the fight
against AIDS forward. Just as it was no
longer enough for society to have only
compassion, it was no longer enough for
protesters to have only anger. Inarguably,
protesters in groups such as ACT UP have
done much to speed substantially the de-
velopment and release of AIDS drugs.
Confrontational tactics have succeeded
where years of polite lobbying from more
moderate AIDS organizers failed. But the
past success and the justifiable anger will
be to no avail if future protests do more to
alienate their targets than persuade them.
It was this delicate line that the dissenters
neared and sometimes crossed in
Montreal.
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Indced,‘ by the last hours of the con- \

ference, these two groups, the scientists
and the protesters, were poles apart, one
insulated by its arrogance, the other by
self-righteous indignation. In past years,
the international conferences had af-
firmed the unification of disparate disci-
plines and interest groups involved with
AIDS; this year, the conference was the
site of their disintegration.

Ghosts of Montreal. Montreal’s
Olympic Stadium, with its huge main
tower thrusting diagonally from the
ground, looked like an elephantine sun-
dial, marking off the passing hours in the
setting sun of the warm evening. Across
the street from the stadium, about eight
thousand conference delegates were
swarming into the Botanical Gardens to
enjoy the conference’s last reception.
Spread across the gardens’ freshly cut
lawns, sipping white wines, they looked
like figures from Manet’s Le déjeuner sur
Pherbe.

As the night progressed, people got
drunk. Under a gazebo, a five-piece band
played a swinging version of “Brazil,” and
balding, overweight doctors leaped into
frenzied dancing while onlookers clapped
and cheered. Nearby, twenty inebriated
Spaniards formed a big circle to sing inde-
cipherable Barcelonan drinking songs.
On the blue-and-white city buses that be-
gan ferrying the guests back to town,
dozens of intoxicated Texans blew up
blue and pink condoms and passed them
out to passengers. It was a time for release,
everybody agreed, before returning again
to a largely indifferent world for another
year of a battle that was not going well.

The Fifth International Conference on
AIDS adjourned the next morning. That
night, the city of Montreal put on a lavish
fireworks display. Tens of thousands
crowded the waterfront and bridges to
watch rockets burst, flare, and flourish
over the city. As the night sky turned black
and a chill crept from the river, there was a
series of short blasts, and then seven
broad silver bands of shimmering light
rose from the water. The lights didn’t ex-
plode or ascend higher like the other
pyrotechnics; they just hung there, spec-
terlike, hovering and waiting, before they
faded into the night.

Randy Shilts is national correspondent
for the San Francisco Chronicle. His best-
selling history of the AIDS epidemic, And
the Band Played On, is in development as
a television miniseries at NBC. He deliv-
ered the closing speech at the Montreal
conference.
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